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(57) ABSTRACT

A sleeve pack assembly with a latching mechanism that can
be engaged by an operator’s foot when in an upright
position. The latching mechanism includes a front facing
engagement panel. The engagement panel is connected to a
spring element in the pallet and to one or more projections
or prongs for engaging and/or disengaging apertures in at
least one side of a sleeve.
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1
SLEEVE PACK ASSEMBLY WITH
LATCHING MECHANISM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present invention claims the benefit of U.S. Provi-
sional Patent Application No. 61/804,882, filed Mar. 25,

2013, the contents of which are incorporated herein by .

reference.

FEDERALLY SPONSORED RESEARCH OR
DEVELOPMENT

N/A
FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention generally relates to a latching
mechanism having a forward facing engagement panel for
use with a sleeve pack assembly, and more particularly to a
latching mechanism for a sleeve pack assembly having an
engagement panel that can be operated by a user’s foot.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Returnable bulk containers come in two general classifi-
cations, sleeve packs and knock downs. A sleeve pack
includes a pallet, a sleeve and a top cap. To assemble and
disassemble a sleeve pack today there are two options to
retain (i.e., lock) the bottom portion of the sleeve to the
pallet and the top portion of the sleeve to the top cap. These
include (1) a passive interference fit, and (2) an active
latching mechanism.

The passive interference fit lock generally creates a weak
engagement and/or is difficult to assemble, and can damage
the sleeve. The active latching mechanisms available today
require the operator to bend over or kneel and reach under
the pallet to engage the lock.

The present invention provides the desirable aspects of
both designs, allowing for an easy passive latch assembly
without the need to bend and reach, while providing a strong
“lock” between the components. It also provides for active
disengaging without the need to bend and reach.

Additional aspects of the present invention are set forth
herein.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides a spring loaded latching
mechanism incorporated into a sleeve pack assembly. The
latching mechanism is automatically engaged during set-up
of the assembly (without requiring additional steps from the
operator). The latching mechanism can be easily disengaged
with a push or kick of the foot of the operator and does not
require the operator to bend, kneel or reach for the mecha-
nism.

In accordance with one embodiment, the latching mecha-
nism can be formed as a one piece, plastic spring which is
particularly useful for instances requiring food safety. Other
embodiments can be formed of multiple components and
can include other materials, such as a steel spring.

The latching mechanism can be implemented on any type
of sleeve pack regardless of the number of sides in the
sleeve. For example, the latching mechanism can be used for
a sleeve pack with a sleeve having three sides, or for one
having four or more sides such as an octagon shaped sleeve

15

20

30

35

40

45

55

65

2

with eight sides. Moreover the latching mechanism could be
implemented with a sleeve sidewall having curvature, such
as a cylindrical shaped sleeve with a circular cross-section.

In accordance with another embodiment, a sleeve pack
assembly is provided with a latching mechanism that can be
operated by a user in an upright position. The sleeve pack
assembly comprises a sleeve having a first side, a second
side, and a third side. Additionally, the sleeve can include a
fourth side for a rectangular shape, or have more than four

o sides (such as an octagon shaped sleeve with eight sides).

The sleeve is configured to have a first bottom opening and
a second top opening when opened. When not in use, the
sleeve can be folded and/or collapsed to provide for more
efficient transport. At least one of the sides has a first
aperture proximate a bottom portion of the at least one side.

The assembly also includes a pallet having a plurality of
feet forming a base of the assembly. The pallet includes a
channel proximate a periphery for receiving a bottom edge
portion of each side of the sleeve.

The assembly also includes a latch mechanism having a
spring element and a first prong coupled to the first spring
element. The first prong is aligned with the first aperture of
the sleeve such that the first prong extends through the first
aperture when the sleeve is positioned in the channel. The
latch mechanism also includes an engagement panel posi-
tioned on an outer surface of one of the plurality of feet, such
as a center foot. Activation of the engagement panel (e.g., by
an operator’s foot) pushes back the spring element and the
first prong, and disengages the first prong from the first
aperture.

The assembly can be configured so that the sleeve
includes a second aperture proximate the bottom portion of
the at least one side spaced from the first aperture, and the
latch mechanism includes a second prong aligned with the
second aperture of the sleeve. The second prong is posi-
tioned to extend through the second aperture when the
sleeve is positioned in the channel.

The first prong can include an inclined upper surface. This
acts as a camming surface and moves the prong out of the
way when installing the sleeve into the channel. Likewise,
the second prong (and any additional prongs) can have an
inclined upper surface.

The foot housing the latch mechanism can include a first
window aligned with the first prong (and a second window
aligned with the second prong) to allow for visual inspection
of'the mechanism. This enables an operator to determine that
the sleeve is secured to the pallet.

The latch mechanism can be formed as a single plastic
piece. Alternatively, the latch mechanism can include a
plurality of components. In this alternative embodiment, the
latch mechanism can include a steel spring element.

The assembly can also include a top cap. The top cap can
be configured to include a latch mechanism.

The assembly can also include a first stop for preventing
inward movement of the engagement panel past a set point.
Similarly, the assembly can also include a second stop. The
stops can include a flap that interacts with a boss in the
pallet. The assembly can also include an opening or slot
aligned with the boss to act as a guide for the latching
mechanism.

In accordance with another embodiment of the invention,
a sleeve pack assembly is provided comprising a collapsible
sleeve having a first side, a second side, and a third side.
Again, the sleeve can have a fourth side or more than four
sides. The sleeve has a bottom opening and a top opening,
a bottom portion of at least one of the sides has a first
aperture. The assembly includes a pallet having a latching
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mechanism for securing the sleeve to the pallet. The latching
mechanism includes a forward facing engagement panel in
a side of the pallet, and an engagement member aligned to
engage the aperture of the sleeve. The pallet can include a
plurality of feet wherein the latching mechanism is posi-
tioned in one of the feet.

The latching mechanism further includes a spring ele-
ment. The spring element can be a molded-in part integral
with the engagement panel and engagement member. Alter-
natively, the spring element can be a separate component.

The sleeve pack assembly can include a second aperture
in the sleeve spaced from the first aperture. The engagement
member can then include a first prong aligned with the first
aperture and a second prong aligned with the second aper-
ture.

The latching mechanism can include a stop to prevent the
engagement panel from being depressed beyond a set dis-
tance. The stop can be a flap that cooperates with structure
in the pallet, such as a boss.

Additionally, the latching mechanism can include a guide
slot that cooperates with structure in the pallet. The structure
can be the boss.

Further aspects of the invention are disclosed in the
Figures, and are described herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

To understand the present invention, it will now be
described by way of example, with reference to the accom-
panying figures in which:

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a set-up sleeve pack
assembly incorporating a latching mechanism in accordance
with the present invention;

FIGS. 2A and 2B are exploded perspective views of the
sleeve pack assembly of FIG. 1 in a set up and collapsed
position, respectively;

FIG. 3 is a partially exploded perspective view of a
bottom portion of a sleeve pack assembly;

FIG. 4 is a perspective view of a latch mechanism of an
assembled sleeve pack assembly;

FIG. 5 is a bottom view of a latching mechanism of an
assembled sleeve pack assembly;

FIG. 6 is a progressive series of cross-sectional views of
a sleeve engaging a latching mechanism;

FIG. 7 is a perspective of a user operating a latching
mechanism of the present invention;

FIG. 8 is a perspective view of a user operating prior
latching mechanisms.

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of a latching mechanism of
the present invention prior to placement in a pallet;

FIG. 10 is a partial bottom perspective view of the portion
of the pallet designed to hold the latching mechanism shown
in FIG. 9;

FIG. 11 is a partial bottom perspective view of the
latching mechanism in a pallet with stop flaps partially
folded; and,

FIGS. 12A and 12B are partial bottom perspective views
of the latching mechanism in a closed position and a
depressed position, respectively.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

While this invention is susceptible of embodiments in
many different forms, there is shown in the Figures, and will
herein be described in detail preferred embodiments of the
invention with the understanding that the present disclosure
is to be considered as an exemplification of the principles of
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the invention and is not intended to limit the broad aspect of
the invention to the embodiments illustrated.

As illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2A and 2B, a sleeve pack
assembly 10 includes a pallet 12, a foldable/collapsible
sleeve 14 and a top cap 16. The sleeve pack assembly 10 also
includes a latching mechanism 18 located in a center foot 20
of the pallet 12. The latching mechanism 18 is for securing
the sleeve 14 to the pallet 12.

The sleeve 14 includes four sides and an open top and
open bottom. The sleeve can be a single piece, or can be
formed from two or more pieces, such as one commonly
referred to as a C-sleeve. As illustrated in FIGS. 2A and 2B,
the sleeve opens to form the side walls of the pack, and folds
for more compact shipment when empty.

As shown in FIG. 3, the sleeve is provided with two
apertures 22 located proximate a bottom portion of at least
one side wall (all of the side walls could include the
apertures so that no special alignment of the sleeve to the
pallet is necessary, or if additional latching mechanisms are
provided on other sides of the pallet). The apertures 22 are
spaced to align with components of the latching mechanism
18 which extend through the apertures 22 when the sleeve
pack assembly 10 is set up as illustrated in FIG. 4. The
sleeve 14 is designed to fold or collapse when not set-up as
part of the assembly 10.

As illustrated in the bottom view of FIG. 5, the latching
mechanism 18 includes an engagement panel or kick panel
24 (i.e., “kick,” because it can be operated by a user’s foot)
that is flush with an opening in a forward facing side of a
foot 20 of the pallet 12. The kick panel 24 is connected to
molded-in spring elements 26 (here, flexible bent pieces of
plastic) as well as engagement members in the form of a first
prong 28 and a second prong 29 (more fully shown in FIG.
9). As discussed below, the engagement members cooperate
with the apertures to secure the sleeve in place.

As shown in cross-section in FIG. 6, the pallet 12 includes
a trough or channel 30 proximate the side edges of the pallet
for receiving a bottom portion of each side of the sleeve 14.
Referring to FIG. 6, the prongs 28, 29 are provided with
inclined upper surfaces 32. As the bottom edge of the sleeve
14 is lowered into the channel 30, it contacts the upper
surface of the prongs 32 and forces the prongs 28, 29 to slide
backwards into the pallet 12. The prongs 28 are aligned with
the apertures 22 of the sleeve and will spring back through
the apertures 22 when the sleeve is lowered sufficiently into
the channel 30, thus securing the sleeve 14 to the pallet 12.
Accordingly, the latching mechanism is activated automati-
cally during the set-up.

As illustrated in FIG. 7, to remove the sleeve, pressure is
applied to the kick-panel 24, pushing back the spring ele-
ments 26 and the attached prongs 28 until the prongs
disengage the apertures 22 in the sleeve 14. The sleeve 14
can then be lifted out of the trough 30 in the pallet 12 by the
operator. In the past, the operator would have to kneel and
reach under the pallet to disengage the latch as shown in
FIG. 8.

The latching mechanism 18 is shown by itself in FIG. 9.
In this embodiment, the kick-panel 24 is connected directly
to the spring elements 26—one extending from each side of
the kick-panel 24. While molded-in spring elements 26 are
shown, other types of springs (whether molded-in or as
separate components) or mechanisms (e.g., a hydraulic
system) can be used.

As shown in FIG. 4, the pallet above the center foot 20 is
provided with a first aperture or window 32 aligned with the
first prong 28 near a first side of the center foot and a second
aperture or window 34 aligned with the second prong 29
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near a second side of the center foot. The windows 32 allow
a user to visually inspect the latch mechanism and ensure the
prongs have captured and secured the sleeve 14 to the pallet
12.

The kick-panel 24 is connected to a central shaft 36
which, in turn, is connected to a first arm 38 and a second
arm 40. The first and second arms 38, 40 are connected to
the first and second prongs 28, 29, respectively.

The latching mechanism 18 fits into a holder 42 (shown
without the latching mechanism 18 in FIG. 10) formed on
the lower side of the pallet 12 (preferably in one of the feet
42, such as a central foot). The holder 44 includes a first
rectangular spring portion 44 which contains the kick-panel
24 and the spring elements 26. The spring portion 46
includes an opening 48 in the front for access to the
kick-panel 24 and a smaller opening 50 in the back for the
central shaft 36. The spring portion 46 includes a first back
wall portion 52 and a second back wall portion 54.

The sleeve 14 can be removed by pushing or pressing in
the kick panel 24 (this can be done with the user’s foot).
When the kick-panel 24 is pressed inward the spring ele-
ments 26 compress against the back wall portions 52, 54
(this also occurs when the sleeve 14 contacts the inclined
surfaces of the prongs 28, 29 and forces the prongs back-
ward). Additionally, the central shaft 36 moves the first and
second arms 38, 40 backward which in turn, moves the first
and second prongs 28, 29 back out of the apertures in the
sleeve 14. The sleeve 14 can then be lifted out of the channel
30.

When pressure is released from the kick-panel 24, the
spring elements 26 push the kick-panel 24 back in position
flush with the outer wall of the foot 42. In this manner, the
latching mechanism 18 is biased in a closed position (the
open position is when the prongs 28, 29 are pushed back to
allow for removal of the sleeve 14).

As shown in FIG. 9, the first prong 28 is connected to the
first arm 38 by a first positioning segment 58 having a
central opening or slot 60. Similarly, the second prong 29 is
connected to the second arm 40 by a second positioning
segment 62 having a central opening or slot 64. The central
openings or slots 60, 64 have a generally oval shape. As
noted below, the openings or slots 60, 64 cooperate with
structure in the pallet 12 to act as a guide for the latching
mechanism 18.

As also shown in FIG. 9, the latching mechanism 18 also
includes a first stop flap 66 connected by a living hinge 68
to the first positioning segment 58 proximate the first prong
28, and a second stop flap 70 connected by a living hinge 72
to the second positioning segment 62 proximate the second
prong 29. As illustrated in FIGS. 11 and 12A and B, the stop
flaps 66, 70 are folded over and snapped into place (when the
latching mechanism 18 is inserted into the holder 42).

As illustrated in FIG. 11, the latching mechanism 18 is
placed in the holder 44 so that a first boss 74 is positioned
in the central opening 60 of the first positioning segment 58,
and a second boss 76 is positioned in the central opening 64
of the second positioning segment 62. The bosses 74, 76 and
openings 60, 64 function as guides during movement of the
latching mechanism.

FIG. 11 also shows the stop flaps 66, 70 partially folded
over into place. FIGS. 12A and 12B show the latching
mechanism 18 in a closed position (with the kick-panel 24
flush with the outer surface of the foot) and a depressed (i.e.,
pushed-in) position, respectively. As noted in FIG. 12B, the
flaps 66, 70 and bosses 74, 76 stop movement of the latching
mechanism 18 inward and prevent it from moving too far.
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In one alternative embodiment, a latching mechanism as
shown in the pallet 12, could be incorporated into a top cap
or other similar structure applied to the top of a sleeve pack.
In another alternative embodiment, the latch mechanism can
be located in a corner foot of the pallet 12 or another portion
of'the pallet (e.g., between feet, or a side portion if the pallet
does not include feet).

While two apertures and two prongs are shown in the
Figures, the assembly could be formed with only one
aperture and one prong, one long aperture or slot for two or
more prongs, or two or more apertures and two or more
prongs. Additionally, the assembly can include more than
one latching mechanism (e.g., mechanisms on opposing
sides of the pallet).

Many modifications and variations of the present inven-
tion are possible in light of the above teachings. It is,
therefore, to be understood within the scope of the appended
claims the invention may be protected otherwise than as
specifically described.

We claim:

1. A sleeve pack assembly comprising:

a sleeve having a first side, a second side, and a third side,
the sleeve having a first bottom opening and a second
top opening, at least one of the sides having a first
aperture proximate a bottom portion of the at least one
side;

a pallet having a plurality of feet forming a base of the
assembly, the pallet including a channel for receiving a
bottom edge portion of each side of the sleeve; and,

a latch mechanism having a first spring element, a first
prong coupled to the first spring element, the first prong
being aligned with the first aperture of the sleeve
wherein the first prong extends through the first aper-
ture when the sleeve is positioned in the channel, and
a separate engagement panel positioned on an outer
surface of one of the plurality of feet connected to the
first prong wherein activation of the engagement panel
disengages the first prong from the first aperture for
release of the sleeve.

2. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the sleeve includes a
second aperture proximate the bottom portion of the at least
one side spaced from the first aperture, and the latch
mechanism includes a second prong aligned with the second
aperture of the sleeve wherein the second prong extends
through the second aperture when the sleeve is positioned in
the channel.

3. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the first prong
includes an inclined upper surface.

4. The assembly of claim 2 wherein a portion of the latch
mechanism is positioned in a center foot of the pallet.

5. The assembly of claim 4 wherein the pallet includes a
first window on a first side of the center foot aligned with the
first prong and a second window on a second side of the
center foot aligned with the second prong to enable an
operator to visually determine that the sleeve is secured to
the pallet.

6. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the latch mechanism
is a single plastic piece.

7. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the latch mechanism
includes a steel spring element.

8. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the latch mechanism
includes a plurality of components.

9. The assembly of claim 1 further comprising a top cap.

10. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the spring element
is biased toward a closed position and activation of the
engagement panel compresses the spring element to move
the first prong.
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11. The assembly of claim 1 further comprising a first stop
for preventing inward movement of the engagement panel
past a set point.

12. The assembly of claim 11 wherein the first stop
includes a flap that interacts with a boss in the pallet.

13. The assembly of claim 1 wherein the latch mechanism
includes an opening aligned with a boss in the pallet, the
opening and boss acting as a guide for the latch mechanism.

14. A sleeve pack assembly comprising:

a collapsible sleeve having a first side, a second side, and

a third side, the sleeve having a bottom opening and a
top opening, a bottom portion of at least one of the sides
having a first aperture; and,

a pallet having a latching mechanism for securing the

sleeve to the pallet, the latching mechanism including
a forward facing engagement panel sized for activation
by a foot in a side of the pallet, and an engagement
member connected to the engagement panel aligned to
engage the aperture of the sleeve, and wherein the
sleeve includes a second aperture spaced from the first
aperture and the engagement member includes a first
prong aligned with the first aperture and a second prong
aligned with the second aperture.

15. The sleeve pack assembly of claim 14 wherein the
latching mechanism further includes a spring element.
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16. The sleeve pack assembly of claim 15 wherein the
spring element, the engagement panel and engagement
member are a single piece of plastic.

17. The sleeve pack assembly of claim 14 wherein the
latching mechanism includes a stop to prevent the engage-
ment panel from being depressed beyond a set distance.

18. The sleeve pack assembly of claim 14 wherein the
latching mechanism includes a guide slot that cooperates
with structure in the pallet.

19. The sleeve pack assembly of claim 14 wherein the
pallet includes a plurality of legs.

20. A sleeve pack assembly comprising:

a collapsible sleeve having a first side, a second side, and

a third side, the sleeve having a bottom opening and a
top opening, a bottom portion of at least one of the sides
having a first aperture; and,

a pallet having a latching mechanism for securing the

sleeve to the pallet, the latching mechanism including
a forward facing engagement panel in a side of the
pallet, and an engagement member aligned to engage
the aperture of the sleeve, wherein the sleeve includes
a second aperture spaced from the first aperture and the
engagement member includes a first prong aligned with
the first aperture and a second prong aligned with the
second aperture.
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